Research shows that, in the quest for profit, some producers and marketers are likely to pay little attention to basic consumer rights. Even their formal business strategies and policies in relation to consumer protection are not appropriately turned into actions in the marketplace.
Introduction
The literature reveals that tough competition for custom often gives rise to socially irresponsible business behavior by both producers and marketers that manifests itself in abusive and often dishonest marketing practice. Very often, many consumers are victimized as their basic rights are substantially threatened. Questionable selling practices, unfair price discrimination, deceptive advertising, inaccurate description of products, undisclosed product side-effects, seriously inferior products, unclear labeling, misleading packaging, false promises, and promoting harmful products are examples, among many, of much unethical marketing behavior (Pride and Ferrell, 2008) . For example, research evidence showed that tobacco companies aggressively targeted smokers to prevent them from quitting, using attractive statements like 'Light' and 'Low tar' (Cataldo and Malone, 2008) . Certainly, unfair marketing practice provokes action from different stakeholders in society, such as government agencies, special interest groups, and most importantly, consumerism activists. In fact, when marketing behavior deviates from acceptable standards in society, the exchange relationship between marketers and consumers is destroyed, resulting in consumer dissatisfaction, lack of trust in marketing, possible lawsuits, and overall public discontent.
In fact, protecting consumer rights, or the so-called consumerism-as part of corporate social responsibility, should be in the centre of every business strategy as it offers a marketing opportunity to enhance competitive advantages in the marketplace. This view emphasizes the interdependence between businesses and society and that both interact to shape an acceptable standard of business practice in modern economy. According to the systems approach, Davis et al (1980) viewed any business as a subsystem of an open system in a society, in which every business activity affects the society. In their Socio-economic model, Davis et al assume that every business in the system has both economic and social roles. Within this model, the real challenge of a business is to contribute to both roles. That is, a business is supposed to behave in such a way that it will be able to produce benefits for itself and, at the same time, for society. A balanced view is, therefore, required in which a business can make economic profits through a socially and, yet, ethically business behavior. The allegedly conflicting goals of profit maximization and social responsibility can then be reconciled.
The issue of consumerism and corporate social responsibility has received increased attention in the marketing literature, with more focus on the context of western countries. In the broader sense, however, it must be stressed that, as the world has become global village, and despite differences in market systems, business cultures, and levels of economic development, questions of consumer protection and corporate social responsibility are no longer western phenomenon, but rather a world-wide concern. Andresen (1977) believed that this trend was due to rising living standards, advances in mass media, increased traveling, improved technology and, increased consumer education across nations.
The aim of this article is to critically examine the marketing literature pertaining to corporate social responsibility and consumerism focusing on basic consumer rights, including the right to safety; the right to be informed; the right to choose and; the right to be heard. However, although such topic has received growing attention from practitioners and scholars ( For example, see Cox et al., 2004; Heinkel et al., 2001; Rivoli, 2003; Schepers and Sethi, 2003) knowledge in this area is still controversial (i.e. see May et al, 2007; Campbell, 2007) . As there is no empirically grounded agreement about what is considered ethically acceptable behavior in the marketing discipline (i.e. see Caroll, 1983 Caroll, , 1991 Caroll, , 1998 Caroll, and 2000 Brammer and Pavelin, 2006; Ellen, Webb, & Mohr, 2006; Brammer and Millington, 2005) , this paper comes to address various intricacies involved in consumerism in the broad context of corporate social responsibility, with particular reference to consumer rights, highlighting areas where more attention is needed.
On the contribution side, this paper contributes to the limited but growing body of knowledge, through providing a comprehensive review and systematic synthesis of the previous literature in the marketing discipline, focusing attention on the issue of consumerism. Drawing on both Western and Eastern perspectives, this paper would aid marketing decision makers to take more socially responsible view on consumer rights and also assist them in taking a balanced view between the consequent costs of CSR activities and consumer profitability.
Corporate social responsibility (CSR)
Corporate social responsibility can be defined as "an organization's obligation to maximize its positive impact and minimize its negative impact on society" (Pride and Ferrell, 2008) , or any concept concerning how managers should handle public policy and social issues (Windsor, 2006) . In the broader sense, corporate social responsibility implies that organizations are part of a larger society, thus accountable to that society for their actions (Kerin et al, 2009; Churchill and Peter, 1995) . For example, a study showed that health has become a CSR strategy for the global food and beverage industry in the context of government concern to address increasing obesity rates (Herrick, 2009) . Clearly, an organization is responsible to the whole society, including all stakeholders. Organization's investment in CSR is believed to create value not only for society but also for the organization itself. However, the term 'social responsibility' is not clear enough to different people in business (for example, Whang, 1999) . Very often, this lack of clarity in understanding stems from relative disagreement on the nature and scope of social responsibility, given the diversity of values in different cultural contexts. Furthermore, ambiguity seems to surround ethical behavior of many businesses. Alsmadi explained that a marketing action may be judged as ethical by some stakeholders, and yet unethical by others. Even a clear unethical behavior may, sometimes, be inadvertently perpetrated. As ethics can, sometimes, be defined by the situation, good judgment is paramount. Therefore, ethical integrity in marketing conduct should always be essential in CSR for all businesses (Alsmadi, 2009 ). Pride and Ferrell (2008) highlighted three interrelated issues of CSR: First, Natural environment: it means taking care of the environment while doing business. For example, an organization may promote the 3Rs concept (Reuse, Recycle, and Reduce waste). Another way of showing concern for the environment is to embrace Green marketing strategy-environmentally friendly marketing approach (for more information, see Saha, and Darnton, 2005; Alsmadi, 2007) ; Second, Consumerism: it refers to all efforts made, at different levels, to protect consumer rights in the society, or "a social movement seeking to augment the rights and power of buyers in relation to sellers" (Kotler, 1972) . The consumerism movement became a major force, originally in the U.S.A. and then in the rest of the world, from the 1960s onwards (Abratt and Sacks, 1988) . Consumerism will be addressed in more details later in this article. Third, Community relations: it refers to business activities and communication efforts that seek to reinforce and enhance an organization's image in the society.
Related to the above three issues, Pride and Ferrell viewed CSR as falling into four dimensions (or four broad responsibilities): 1) Economic responsibility: basically, all companies have an economic responsibility to make economic profits that enable them to provide a decent return on investment to their owners and investors, offer quality products to consumers and, create jobs for the economy.
2) Legal responsibility: businesses are expected to respect and adhere to all business laws and regulations.
3) Ethical responsibility: businesses must behave according to an established professional code of ethicsacceptable business behavior as determined by various stakeholders and the organization itself. A close look at ethical marketing conduct will be taken later in this article.
4) Philanthropic responsibility:
businesses can go beyond marketing ethics by linking their products (or revenues) to a particular social cause, a practice usually called cause-related marketing. That is, linking a charitable contribution of a company to its revenues. For example, a company may link fund raising for breast cancer to its product sales (i.e. donating 5% of its profits to this public concern). In addition to profits, philanthropic behavior can promote human welfare in society as do other dimensions of CSR. However, philanthropy is not necessarily required of an organization.
In a more focused view of CSR, Kerin et al (2009) outlined a framework of three related responsibilities of CSR: 1) Profit responsibility: profit responsibility means that an organization has an obligation to maximize benefits for its owners and shareholders. At the most basic level, all organizations have an economic responsibility to make healthy profits so that they can provide a decent return on investment to their owners and investors, create jobs for the society and, offer satisfactory products to the market. But, this view implies that an organization can address its economic responsibility as long as it stays within the rules of the game, which is engaging in an honest competition without deception and fraud.
2) Stakeholder responsibility: stakeholder responsibility stresses an organization's obligation to stakeholder groups who can affect its goal achievement. Ignoring stakeholders' demands for socially responsible marketing can destroy customers' trust and evoke government action. An organization that considers the diverse perspectives of stakeholders and addresses their needs in its business operations is said to have a "Stakeholder orientation" (Pride and Ferrell, 2008) . Today, most organizations are under pressure to undertake initiatives that demonstrate a balanced perspective on stakeholder interests.
3) Societal responsibility: societal responsibility refers organization's commitment to both preservation of ecological environment (i.e. Green marketing orientation) and public welfare. Concerns about these aspects are expressed by various pressure and advocacy groups in society. A recent global initiative for Green marketing is the ISO 14000, which was undertaken by the International Standards Organization (ISO) in Geneva, Switzerland. The ISO 14000 is an international standard for environmental quality and green marketing practice. The ISO 14000 has been adopted by 157 countries (including USA, EU, and many Pacific Rim countries). Over 12500 companies around the world have met the ISO 14000, of which 21% are Japanese, putting Japan on top of the list (ISO survey, 2005) . Societal responsibility that addresses public welfare can manifest itself in cause-related marketing, as explained earlier.
Today, it seems that survival and sustainable success of businesses are closely tied to adherence to high standards of social responsibility. Kotler and Keller (2006) concluded that, in the age of communication and digital economy, companies which did not behave ethically were at a great risk of being exposed. In the past, a disappointed customer used to spread a bad word-of-mouth about a company to few other people. Today, he/she can reach thousands, if not millions, of people through the internet. Indeed, thanks to technology that drives businesses closer to socially responsible behavior. From a strategic point of view, Porter and Kramer (2006) offered four justifications for CSR, including: moral obligation; sustainability; license to operate and; reputation. Based on these justifications, Porter and Kramer asserted that a company's competitive Advantage is directly linked to CSR. They continued "… the more closely tied a social issue is to a company's business, the greater the opportunity to leverage the firm's resources-and benefit society". A research evidence indicated that a business can be profitable and, yet socially responsible by adopting societal marketing concept (Abratt and Sacks, 1988) .
Ethical marketing behavior and consumerism
A comprehensive framework by Kerin et al (2009) identified three main influences that affect ethical marketing behavior. They include: 1) Societal culture and norms: societal culture, which serves as a socializing force, determines what is right or wrong for people within a particular society. It sets a moral standard that reflects social as well as economic behavior. It also dictates societal values, norms, attitudes and, ethical behavior of individuals, groups, including business organizations. Needless to say, a particular business behavior that is judged as ethical in one culture may be viewed as an unethical in another culture. In that, societal culture provides an umbrella under which marketing behavior is viewed as ethical or otherwise.
2) Business culture and industry practice: as highlighted above, a societal culture establishes a foundation to understand moral business behavior. Business culture can be defined as "the effective rules of the game, the boundaries between competitive and unethical behavior, [and] the codes of conduct in business dealings" (Terpstra and David, 1991) . Business culture dictates ethical behavior in several areas of business operations, of which the most important is the marketing exchange behavior between sellers and buyers, or the so-called ethics of exchange. The exchange process is eloquently explained in the consumer 'bill of rights', which was first outlined by President John Kennedy in 1962. Up to this date, the bill has been considered the basic foundation of consumerism movement. The bill includes four basic consumer rights:
i) The right to safety: it involves a consumer right to buy safe products. Most countries address this right by specifying safety standards for all products sold to consumers. From a legal point of view, even the illicit nature of a transaction should not deny consumers the right to safety and redress (Borna, 1989) . Today, many harmful products are licensed for sale in most markets around the world (i.e. tobacco, alcohol products, junk food, sugary snacks, and seriously inferior quality goods). A harmful product is any product that is viewed as unsafe or unfit for its intended use (Jones and Middleton, 2007) . Harmfulness may go beyond personal harm to others' harm (i.e. alcohols, firearms, gambling, pornography … etc). Very often, hostility for unsafe products is evidenced by organized opposition of social, religious, political, and regulatory groups. For example, the public concern for consumer safety pushed a study to require plain packaging for tobacco products as a means to ban all tobacco promotions (Freeman et al, 2008) . Nevertheless, these socially unacceptable products, though strictly regulated, are generally legal and desired by certain consumers. Undoubtedly, however, selling these harmful products is considered a breach of the consumer "right to safety".
ii) The right to be informed: this right implies that sellers must have an obligation to provide buyers with complete, credible, and accurate knowledge about products. Unfortunately, this right is not completely observed by many sellers. Very often, marketers are likely to disclose only positive information that is in favor of their products and neglect unfavorable information. Price, for example, is revealed only when it is a favorable factor in a product purchase, while product side-effects are not always indicated to consumers. Even if they are, they sometimes appear in unclear terms, in the hope of being disregarded by consumers. A study of direct-to-consumer advertising of prescription drugs found that the level of believable information on prescription drug risks and side effects was only (31%), with yet lower level of believability (28%) on prescription drug benefits (Beltramini, 2006) . In the same context, a study highlighted a need for more information about new medical services in direct-to-consumer advertising of prescription drugs (Donohue, 2006) . Some marketers go to an extreme when they exaggerate favorable product aspects in the hope of attracting buyers' attention. Clearly, the consumer 'right to be informed' is not completely observed by many marketers, which means another collision with consumerism.
iii) The right to choose: it is noticeable that marketers stock only profitable products, with priority being given to high margin items. If an item is not attractive enough to a retailer, he/she would not care to stock it. In that, what seems to be a good choice for a consumer may not be profitable enough to a marketer, thus a choice gap may exist. Evidently, this limits alternative choices to consumers, forcing them to select a big ticket item. Furthermore, many retailers require a special fee from manufacturers to stock a new product-a practice known as a 'slotting allowance' that exists in many retail industries (Bloom et al, 2001 ). On the one hand, this practice increases selling price for new products. On the other hand, it discourages the process of new product development. Overall, this practice further limits consumer choices. Obviously, consumerism suffers with regard to the consumer 'right to choose'.
iv) The right to be heard: this right is to ensure that consumer interests and concerns receive full consideration by policy makers. It also seeks to ensure that all types of consumer grievances are fairly and properly treated by marketers. Consumer grievances are often viewed as an opportunity for marketers to address weaknesses in their business operations. The 'right to be heard' is likely to be more observed in the western context than in the eastern context.
3) Corporate culture and expectations: the third factor that influences ethical marketing behavior is corporate culture, which involves values, ideas, thoughts and, attitudes shared by members of an organization (for example, see Grant, 2008) . This culture is also influenced by expectations for ethical behavior as prescribed in an organization's code of ethics and practiced by co-workers and top managers. A code of ethics is a formal statement of ethical rules of behavior in certain situations (for example, see Zikmund, 2003) . In theory, a marketing behavior of an organization must be guided by a particular code of marketing ethics, adopted by that organization. This code of ethics is also expected to be consistent with the universal code of marketing ethics adopted by the American Marketing Association (www. marketingpower.com). Below is the AMA code of marketing ethics that, theoretically, guides marketing conduct in the world:
American marketing association statement of ethics

Ethical norms and values for marketers Preamble
The American Marketing Association commits itself to promoting the highest standard of professional ethical norms and values for its members. Norms are established standards of conduct expected and maintained by society and/or professional organizations. Values represent the collective conception of what people find desirable, important and morally proper. Values serve as the criteria for evaluating the actions of others. Marketing practitioners must recognize that they serve not only their enterprises but also act as stewards of society in creating facilitating and executing the efficient and effective transactions that are part of the greater economy. In this role, marketers should embrace the highest ethical norms of practicing professionals as well as the ethical values implied by their responsibility toward stakeholders (e.g., customers, employees, investors, channel members, regulators and the host community).
4.1.1 General norms 1) Marketers must first do no harm. This means doing work for which they are appropriately trained or experienced so that they can actively add value to their organizations and customers. It also means adhering to all applicable laws and regulations as well as embodying high ethical standards in the choices they make.
2) Marketers must foster trust in the marketing system. This means that products are appropriate for their intended and promoted uses. It requires that marketing communications about goods and services are not intentionally deceptive or misleading. It suggests building relationships that provide for the equitable adjustment and/or redress of customer grievances. It implies striving for good faith and fair dealing so as to contribute toward the efficacy of the exchange process.
3) Marketers should embrace, communicate and practice the fundamental ethical values that will improve consumer confidence in the integrity of the marketing exchange system. These basic values are intentionally aspirational and include: Honesty, Responsibility, Fairness, Respect, Openness and Citizenship.
Ethical values
Honesty-this means being truthful and forthright in our dealings with customers and stakeholders.
We will value individual differences even as we avoid customer stereotyping or depicting demographic groups (e.g., gender, race, sexual) in a negative or dehumanizing way in our promotions.
We will listen to the needs of our customers and make all reasonable efforts to monitor and improve their satisfaction on an on-going basis We will make a special effort to understand suppliers, intermediaries and distributors from other cultures.
We will appropriately acknowledge the contributions of others, such as consultants, employees and co-workers, to our marketing endeavors.
Openness-this focuses on crating transparency in our marketing operations.
We will strive to communicate clearly with all our constituencies.
We will accept constructive criticism from our customers and other stakeholders.
We will explain significant product or service risks, component substitutions or other foreseeable eventualities affecting the customer or their perception of the purchase decision.
We will fully disclose list prices and terms of financing as well as available price deals and adjustments.
Citizenship-this involves a strategic focus on fulfilling the economic, legal, philanthropic and societal responsibilities that serve stakeholders.
We will strive to protect the natural environment in the execution of marketing campaigns.
We will give back to the community through volunteerism and charitable donations.
We will work to contribute to the overall betterment of marketing and its reputation.
We will encourage supply chain members to ensure that trade is fair for or all participants, including producers in developing countries.
Implementation
Finally, we recognize that every industry sector and marketing sup-discipline (e.g., research, e-commerce, direct selling, direct marketing, advertising, etc.) has its own specific ethical issues that require policies and commentary. An array of such codes can be accessed via links on the AMA website We encourage all such groups to develop and/or refine their industry and discipline-specific codes of ethics in order to supplement these general norms and values.
Conclusions and implications
As outlined in the AMA code of marketing ethics, the consumer 'bill of rights' is addressed in a way that leaves no doubt in the minds of marketing decision makers regarding socially accepted marketing ethics. Despite the AMA emphasis on the spirit of consumerism, however, an ethical code of marketing conduct is rarely enough to ensure that consumer rights are always protected. Very often, lack of specificity in codified ethical marketing behavior is one reason behind violation of established consumer rights. Good personal judgment in different marketing situations is, therefore, paramount. As a matter of fact, ethical choices depend on personal moral philosophy of marketers. In this vein, two philosophies can be identified: Moral idealism and Utilitarianism (Kerin, 2009) . Moral idealism views individual rights as universal in principle, irrespective of the outcome. This moral philosophy goes along with the consumer 'bill of rights', and appears to receive full support by consumer activists. On the contrary, Utilitarianism depends on the principle of 'the greatest good for the greatest number" by looking at the costs and benefits of a certain action. If benefits exceed costs, then it is considered ethical, while if not, the action is unethical. According to the Utilitarian moral philosophy, for example, if only few people will experience serious side-effects of a new product, while the majority will not, then the product is considered ethical, and thus can be launched. Meanwhile, the Moral idealism philosophy considers this product as unethical, and thus should not be sold in the market. Nestlé vice president, for example, defended a similar position by saying "… I don't understand why our product should work in 100 percent of cases" (Freedman, 1989) .
Apparently, even in the most democratic western context, the opportunity for abusive and dishonest marketing behavior is still present as consumer rights continue to be threatened in several ways. Very often, consumer rights are more talked about in media stories than actually practiced in the market. In the Eastern context, in particular, marketing ethics are much worse. Research surveys show very little evidence to support strong respect for the consumer 'bill of rights'. In Turkey, for example, a study found that consumers faced difficulties with the products they purchased due to insufficient information about product use and care (Kaynak et al, 1992) .
In Jordan, one study revealed that consumers were likely to recognize a high level of unethical marketing behavior (Alsmadi and Al-Zobi, 2005) . Another study found that the majority of Jordanian consumers shared a belief that marketing communications were generally lacking honesty and credibility, and that consumers were misled in variety of ways. The same study pointed out that most companies were favoring quick revenues over healthy long-term relationships with consumers (Alsmadi, 2004) . Clearly, such findings were likely to further enhance the illusive image of consumerism.
In practice, marketing behavior is subject to a variety of rules and regulations, depending on the location where marketing is practiced. In that, each country has its own rules that apply to marketing conduct, thus generalization may not be possible. Yet, this raises a need to standardize marketing practice around the world. As indicated earlier, the AMA code of marketing ethics has the potential to provide a foundation upon which a universal standardized marketing practice can be established.
In fact, it is the ever presence of the consumer 'bill of rights' that makes a universal code of ethics an imperative CSR strategy for marketers. It is true that the consumerism movement has changed the face of business, but more work is still needed. Today, modern marketing practice must rise to address new ethical challenges and opportunities. In the drive for marketing excellence, different rules must emerge to deal with new realities. Socially acceptable marketing ethics always come with hard work.
